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No. vi r. 

Some Account of the Poifonous and Injurious Honey vf 
North America. By Benjamin Smith Barto^, 
m. D. 

ReadjuiyTN the year 1785, I had an opportunity of ob- 
i8» I794-X ferving fome of the difagreeabk effects of our 
wild honey upon feveral perfons who had eaten of it, in 
the weftern parts of Fennfylvania, near the river Ohio. 
From thefe effe&s I was perfuaded, that a fubftance 
which is generally confidered as entirely innocent, is 
capable of doing much injury to the conftitution. I 
was, therefore, induced to pay fome attention to the 
fubject. The refult of my inquiries I now communicate 
to the Philofophical Society. 

It is not neceffary to make any remarks on the fabric 
of honey. It may be fufficient to obferve, that the honey 
will always partake, in a greater or a leifer degree, of 
the fmell, the tafte, and general properties, of the flowers 
from which it is obtained. This obvious fact mould 
have folicited more of the -attention of thofe whofe em- 
ployment it is to raife large numbers of bees, for the 
purpofe of obtaining the valuable product of thefe little in- 
fects. But, in this country at leaft, hardly any atten- 
tion has been paid to the fubject. Perhaps, the follow- 
ing loofe hints, by pointing out fome of the fources from 
which an ill-flavoured or pernicious honey is obtained, 
may be of fome fervice to the new or remote fcttlcrs of 
our country. 

I mult obferve, that in thefe hints I do not mean to 
include among the difagreeable confequences of the eating 
of honey, the occasional effect of its purging : for al- 
though, as I fhall prcfently obferve, a purging is one of 
the common effedts of the poifonous honey, yet the moil 

G 2 innocent 



52 On the POISONOUS HONEY 

innocent honey will often induce the fame ftate of the 
body, when it is eaten in large quantities, or when it 
meets with an irritable ftate of the bowels. 

The honey which 1 call deleterious or poifonous 
honey produces, as far as 1 have learned, the following 
fymptoms, or effects : viz. in the beginning, a dimnefs 
of fight or vertigo, fucceeded by a delirium,* which is 
fometimes mild and pleafant, and fometimes ferocious ; 
ebriety, pain in the ftomach and interlines, convul- 
fions, profufe perfpiration, foaming at the mouth, vomit- 
ing, and purging ; and, in a few inftances, death. In 
fome perfons, a vomiting is the firit effect of the poifon. 
When this is the cafe, it is probable, that the perfons 
fuffer much lefs from the honey than when no vomiting 
is induced. Sometimes, the honey has been obferved 
to produce a temporary palfy of the limbs; an effect 
which I have remarked, in animals that have eaten of 
one of thofe very vegetables -f- from whofe flowers the 
bees obtain a pernicious honey. 

Death is very feldom the confequence of the eating of 
this kind of honey. $ The violent impreffion which it 
makes upon the ftomach and inteftines often induces an 
early vomiting or purging, which are both favourable 
to the fpeedy recovery of the fufferer. The fever which 
it excites is frequently relieved, in a fhort time, by the 
profufe perfpiration, and perhaps by the foaming at the 
mouth. 1 may add, that as the human conftitution re- 

fifts, 

* An intelligent friend of mine related to me the cafe of a perfon who, 
for a fliort time, was fevercly affc<5tcd from the eating of wild honey, in 
Virginia. He imagined that a perfon fazed him rudely l>y one arm, and 
then by the other. After this, he fell into convullions, from which, 
however, he recovered, in about an hour. It was imagined that this 
honey was obtained from a kind of poifonous mufhroom. 

f The Kalmia latifolia. 

£ We fliall afterwards fee, that not one of Xenophon's men died from 
the deleterious honey which they had eaten, in large quantities, on die 
lliores of the Euxinc-Sca. 
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lifts, to an aftonifhing degree, the effects of the narcotick 
and other poifonous vegetables that are beft known to 
us, fo we need not wonder, that it alfo refifts the effects 
of the deleterious honey, which is procured from fuch 
vegetables. 

It deferves to be mentioned, that the honey which 
is formed by two different hives of bees in the fame 
tree, or at a little diftance from each other, often pof- 
fefTes the moft oppofite properties. Nay, the honey from 
the fame individual comb is fometimes not lefs different 
in tafte, in colour, and in its effects. Thus one ftratum 
or portion of it may be eaten without the leaft incon- 
venience, whilft that which is immediately adjacent to 
it fhall occafion the feveral effe&s which 1 have juil 
enumerated. 

I have taken fome pains to learn what are the figns 
by which the deleterious honey may, at firft view, be 
diftinguifhed from innocent honey. I am informed 
that there is no difficulty in the matter. 

The poifonous honey is faid, by fome, to be of a 
crimfon-colour : by others, it is faid to be of a reddifh- 
brown colour, and of a thicker confidence than common 
innocent honey. 

Thefe are the figns by which, I am told, the moft 
experienced hunters, in the fouthern parts of North- 
America, are enabled to diftinguifh pernicious from in- 
nocent honey. 

On a fubje£t fuch as this, 1 feel every difpofition to 
pay a good deal of deference to the experience of an 
American hunter. Even philofophers may obtain much 
ufeful information from hunters, however wandering 
their life, however rude their manners. It is in the 
power of our hunters to enrich natural hiftory with 
many important fa&s. But we ought not, 1 prefume, 
to confide implicitly in every thing they tell us. 

I have 
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I have good reafons for doubting whether the figns 
which I have mentioned will enable us, in every in- 
flance, to determine whether honey be poifonous or 
innocent. 

The honey of the bee, undoubtedly fometirnes par- 
takes of the colour of the flowers from which it is ga- 
thered. The bees gather honey from many flowers of a 
crimfon colour, and from many flowers whofe colour is 
a reddifh brown. In thefe cafes, it is probable that the 
honey will fometirnes borrow, in lbme degree, the colour 
of the flowers. Yet there are many crimfon-coloured 
and reddifh-brown coloured flowers that are perfectly in- 
nocent. The honey obtained from them will, I pre- 
fume, be innocent alfo. Mr. Bruce fays he was furprifed 
to fee, at Dixan, in Abyflinia, " the honey red like blood, 
and nothing," he remarks, " can have an appearance 
more difgufting than this, when mixed with melted but- 
ter."* Nothing is faid, by this author, that can lead us- 
to fuppofe that the Dixan honey was poifonous. From 
the manner in which it is mentioned, it is pretty evident 
that it was not poifonous. Linnaeus, informs us that in 
Sweden the honey, in the autumn, is principally gather- 
ed from the flowers of the erica, or heath, and that 
this honey is of a fomewhat reddifh colour; and accord- 
ingly, he obferves, thofe provinces of the country that 
are deftitute of the heath, fuch as the province of Oelan- 
dia, furnifh a white honey.-f- The great naturalift fays 
nothing concerning the properties of the heath-honey. 
However, we may prefume, when we recollecT: the mi- 
nute accuracy of Linnaeus, that this honey did not pof- 
fefs any dangerous properties, otherwife he would have 
noticed the circumftance. Whilft 1 refided in Edinburgh, 

I had 

* Travels to difcover die fource of the Nile. Vol. V. or Appendix, p. 
151. Quarto edition, 
f Fauna Suecica. 
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J. had the honey from the Highlands frequently brought 
to my table. I often remarked that this honey had a 
dirty brown ifh colour, and i was told that it was chiefly 
procured from the different fpecies of erica, perhaps prin- 
cipally from the " blooming hather,"* which abound in 
the Highlands. I never heard the people in Edinburgh, 
although they confume large quantities of this honey, 
complain that it poffeffes any noxious property. If it 
were actively poifonous, or injurious, the quality would 
have been, long fince, obferved. 1 well remember, how- 
ever, that, for two years that I ufed it, it almoft always 
rendered me drowfy. Sometimes, indeed, it compoled 
me to fleep as effectually as a moderate dole of laudanum 
would have done. A foreigner, who had not been ac- 
cuftomed to eat anodyne honey, was better capable of 
remarking the effect which I have mentioned than the 
natives, who had been in the habit of uling it, from their 
infancy. I do not find that this fingular property of the 
Scots honey has been noticed by any writer, j I have, 
therefore, related it, though it rather oppofes any objec- 
tion to the figns employed by our hunters to diftinguifh 
poifonous from innocent honey. But he who is ftudious 
of truth, mould relate ufeful fads, as they are, without 
regarding what is their connection with a favourite fy- 
ilem, or opinion. 

The learned Jofeph Acofta fpeaks of a grey-coloured 
honey comb which he law, in the province of Charcas, in 
South-America. The honey of this comb, he lays, is 
" lharp and black." He fays nothing farther of its pro- 
perties.:): 

An 

* Burns. 

f Dr. Withering fays bees extratt a great dcat of honey from the 
flowers of the erica vulgaris, or common heath, and he remarks that 
*» where heath abounds, the honey has a reddilh call." A botanical Ar- 
rangement of Britilh plants, &c. Vol. 1 11. 

X The Natural! and Moiall Hiltonc of the Ea(l and Wed Indies, &c. 
P- 303- 
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An ingenious friend of mine,* to whom the public 
are indebted for a variety of valuable information con- 
cerning the natural productions of various parts of North- 
America, informs me, that, in the Carolinas, and Flo- 
ridas, the poifonous honey is often fo fimilar, in colour, 
tafte, and odour, to the common, or innocent honey, 
that the former cannot be diftinguifhed from the latter. 
It is owing, he fays, to this circumftance, that fo many 
accidents daily happen from the ufe of the wild honey. 
He was informed, that it is experience alone which en- 
ables the hunters and others to determine, whether the 
honey which they find in the woods be poifonous or in- 
nocent. They have obferved that the injurious effects 
manifeft themfelves in a fhort time after the honey is 
taken into the flomach. They are accuftomed, there- 
fore, to eat a fmall quantity, before they venture to fatis- 
fy their appetite. Should this produce any difagreeable 
effects, they do not think it prudent to continue the ufe 
of it. But, if in a fhort time, it fhould occafion no in- 
convenience, they think they may, with perfect fafety, 
indulge their appetite to the full 

I have been informed that the poifonous honey, by 
boiling and by frraining, may be rendered as innocent as 
any honey whatever. It is, likewife, faid, that by long 
keeping it becomes harmlefs. 

The honey of which I am treating is poifonous to 
dogs, as well as to men. 

Hitherto, 1 have not been able to obtain any certain 
information concerning the means to be purfued in the 
treatment of perfons labouring under the effects of the 
poifonous honey. It is faid that the Indians, and fome 
of the Whites, ufe cold bathing with advantage. It is 
probable that this practice has been ufeful. As the effects 
produced by this honey are fo fimilar to thofe produced 

by 

* Mr. William Bartram. 
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by feveral narcotic vegetables that are well known to us, 
fuch as opium, henbane,* thorn-apple,*]- &c. it is pro- 
bable that the fame means of treatment will be found 
ufeful in both cafes. Of thofe means it is not neceflary 
to make particular mention in this place. 

It would be curious to ascertain, whether the bees are 
ever injured or deftroyed by the quaffing of the nectar 
of the flowers from which they prepare the poisonous 
honey. It is probable that they are; and, perhaps, 
fome of the difeafes of thefe little infects may arife from 
this fource.lj; It is true, indeed, that there are fome poi- 
fonous plants the nectar of which the bees will not touch. 
This is the cafe with the fritillaria imperialis, or crown- 
imperial^ I do not remember to have feen bees in, or 
immediately about, the flowers of the common rofebay, 
or oleander,|| in the tube of which there is a fluid which 
deftrovs thoufands of the common houfe flies. But 
what is called inftindt is not always fure. The bees 
may prepare an honey from plants that are very injuri- 
ous to them. The excellent Mr. Evelyn, fpeaking of 
the elm fays, " but I hear an ill report of this tree for 
bees, that, furfeiting of the blooming feeds, they are 
obnoxious to the lafk,^[ at their firft going abroad in 
fpring, which endangers whole flocks, if remedies be 
not timely exhibited; therefore, 'tis faid, in great elm 

Vol. V. H countries 

* Hyofcyamus niger. 

■j* Datura ftramonium. 

^ Dr. James E. Smith aflerts that the honey or nedtar of plants is not 
poifonous to bees. Syllabus to a Courfe of Leftures on Botany, p. 23. I 
have fome good reafon to believe that, fometimes at leaft, the contrary is 
the cafe. 

§ Linnaeus, fpeaking of this plant, fays, " Nulla, excepto Meliantho, 
copiofiori melle fcatet planta, quam hasc ; fed apes id non colligunt !" 
PraelecViones in Ordines Naturales Plantarum. Edidit Gifeke. p. 287. 
Hamburgi, 1792. 

|| Nerium oleander. 

<|[ This is one of the mod mortal difeafes of bees. It is beautifully 
defcribed, and the remedies for it mentioned, by Virgil, Georgic. Lib. iv. 
3. 251 — 280. 
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countries they do not thrive ; but the truth of which I 
am yet to learn."* 

In South-Carolina, in Georgia, and in the two Flori- 
das, but more efpecially in Eaft-Florida, the inftances of 
injuries from the eating of wild-honey are more numer- 
ous than in any other parts of North-America, that are 
known to us. 

There is a tract of country included between the ri- 
vers St. Ilia and St. Mary's, in Eaft-Florida, that is re- 
markable for abounding in vaft numbers of bees. Thefe 
infects, which were originally introduced into Florida by 
the Spaniards, f have encreafed into innumerable fwarms, 
from the facility with which they procure their food, in 
perhaps the richeft flowered-country of North- America. 
In this tract of country, the alarming effects of the wild- 
honey are often experienced, by the fettlers, by wander- 
ing hunters, and by favages. 

It is highly probable, that this poifonous honey is pro- 
cured from a confiderable number of the flowers of the 
countries which I have mentioned. A complete lift of 
thefe flowers would be acceptable : but fuch a lift it will 
be difficult to procure at prefent. Perhaps, my hints 
may induce fome intelligent native of the country to fa- 
vour us with his obfervations on the fubject. Mean- 
while, I am happy to have it in my power to mention 
fome of the vegetables from whofe flowers the bees ex- 
tract a deleterious honey, not only in the country between 
the St. Ilia and St. Mary's, but alfo in fome other parts 
of North- America. 

Thefe vegetables are the kalmia anguftifolia and lati- 
folia of Linnaeus, the kalmia hirfuta of Walter, £ the 
andromeda mariana, and fome other fpecies of this genus. 

I. Every 

* Silva : or a Difcourfe en Foreft-trees, &c. p. 133 and 134. Dr. 
Hunter's edition. 

f See Tntmaclions of the American Philosophical Society. VoL I1L 
No. 31. 

t Flora Carcliniana, p. 138. 
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I. Every American has heard of the poifonous pro- 
perties of the kalraia anguftifolia and latifolia. The 
former of thefe plants is known, in the United States, 
by the names of dwarf-laurel, ivy, lambkill, &c. It 
has long been known, that its leaves, when eaten by 
fheep, prove fatal to them. The following fact will 
fliow that the flowers likewife are endued with a poifon- 
ous property. 

About twenty years fince, a party of young men, 
folicited by the profpeft of gain, moved, with a few 
hives of bees, from Pennfylvania, into the Jerfeys. They 
were induced to believe that the favannas of this latter 
country were very favourable to the encreafe of their 
bees, and, confequently, to the making of honey. They, 
accordingly, placed their hives in the midft of thefe 
favannas, which were finely painted with the flowers of 
the kalmia anguflifolia. The bees encreafed prodigioufly, 
and it was evident that the principal part of the honey 
which they made was obtained from the flowers of the 
plant which I have juft mentioned. I cannot learn that 
there was any thing uncommon in the appearance of the 
honey: but all the adventurers, who eat of it, became 
intoxicated, to a great degree. From this experiment, 
they were fenflble that it would not be prudent to fell 
their honey ; but, unwilling to loofe all their labour, 
they made the honey into the drink well known by the 
name of metheglin, fuppofmg that the intoxicating 
quality which had reiided in the honey would be loft 
in the metheglin. In this refpect, however, they were 
miftaken. The drink alfo intoxicated them, after which 
they removed their hives. 

In North-Carolina, this fpecies of kalmia and the 
andromeda mariana are fuppofed to be the principal ve- 
getables from which the bees prepare the poifonous 
honey, that is common in that part of the United States. 

H 2 II. 
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II. The kalmia latifolia, known in the United States 
by the names of laurel, great-laurel, wintergreen, fpoon- 
haunch, fpoon-wood, &c. is alfo a poifon. Its leaves, 
indeed, are eaten, with impunity, by the deer,* and by 
the round-horned elk.f But they are poifonous to 
fheep, to horned-eattle and to horfes. In the former of 
thefe animals, they produce convulsions, foaming at the 
mouth, and death. Many of General Bradock's horfes 
were deftroyed by eating the leaves and the twigs of this 
ilirub, in the month of June 1 755, a few days before 
this unfortunate General's defeat and death. In the fevere 
winter of the years 1790 and 1 791, there appeared to 
be fuch unequivocal reafons for believing that feveral 
perfons, in Philadelphia, had died in confequence of 
their eating our pheafant,J in whofe crops the leaves 
and buds of the kalmia latifolia were found, that the 
mayor of the city thought it prudent and his duty, to 
warn the people againft the ufe of this bird, by a publick 
proclamation. I know that by many perfons, efpecially 
by fome lovers of pheafant-flefh, the circumftance juft 
mentioned, was fuppofed to be deftitute of foundation. 
But the foundation was a folid one. This might be 
fhown by feveral well-authenticated fads. It is fufficient 
for my prefent purpofe to obferve, that the collection of 
a deleterious honey from the flowers of this fpecies of 
kalmia gives fome countenance to the opinion, that the 
fiefh of pheafants that had eaten of the leaves and buds 
of this plant may have been impregnated with a per- 
nicious quality.§ 

I have 

* Cervus Virginianus of Gmelin. 

•f Cervus Wapiti, tnihi. 

\ Tetrao Cupido of Linnaeus. 

§ It is not a new fufpicion, that the flefh of animals that have eaten 
of the leaves, &c. of deleterious vegetables is fometimes endued with a 
poifonous property. Georg. H. Welfchius, a very learned German writer, 

quoted 
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I have been informed, that our Indians fometimes in- 
tentionally poifon themfelves with a decoction of the 
leaves of this kalmia. The powder of the leaves has 
been employed (but I fufpect with little advantage) in 
the inflammatory ftage of certain fevers. From experi- 
ments made upon myfelf, I find that this powder is 
fternutatory. 

To fome conftitutions the flowers of the kalmia lati- 
folia, even externally applied, are found to prove in- 
jurious. 

III. The kalmia hirfuta appears to poffefs nearly the 
fame properties as the two fpecies which I have juft 
mentioned. This pretty little fhrub is a native of South- 
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. 

In Georgia and in Florida, this fpecies of kalmia is fup- 
pofed to be the principal vegetable from which the dele- 
terious honey in thofe parts of our continent is pro- 
cured. 

IV. The andromeda mariana, or broad leafed moor- 
wort, is a very common plant in many parts of North 
America. The leaves are poifonous to fheep. The 
petioli, or foot-ftalks of the leaves and the feeds, within 
the feed-veflel , are covered with a brown powder, fimilar 
to that of the kalmiac. This powder applied to the 
noftrils occalions violent fnee/ing.* From the flowers 
of this plant, the bees extract confiderable quantities of 
honey ; and it deferves to be mentioned that this honey, 
as well as that obtained from fome other American 

fpecies 

quoted by Dr.Haller, (See Hjfloria Stirplum Indigenarum Helvetia Inchmta. 
Tom. I. p. 433.) fays, that the flefli of a hare which was fed with the 
leaves of the rhododendron ferrogincum proved mortal to the gtiells. 
This fpecies of rhododendron is a native of Switzerland, Siberia, and other 
parts of the old world. 

* For fome information relative to the properties of the andromeda 
mariana, fee Collections for an Eflay towards a Materia Mcdica of the 
United-States, pages 19,20,47. Philadelphia, 1798. 
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fpecies of andromeda, has frequently the very fmell of 
the flowers from which it is obtained.* 

I have already obferved, that it is highly probable, 
that the American poifonous honey is procured from 
the flowers of a considerable number of the plants of the 
country. I have mentioned but a few of them. But there 
are many others which I have fome reafons for fufpect- 
ing are alfo capable of affording an injurious honey. 
Indeed, every flower that is poifonous to man, and is 
capable of affording honey, may produce an honey in- 
jurious to man ; fince the properties of this fluid are fo 
dependent upon the properties of the plants from which 
it is procured. There is, therefore, more poetry than 
philofophy in the following lines of Mr. Pope : 

" In die nice bee, what fenfe fo fubtly true, 

" From pois'nous herbs extracts the healing dew." 

Essay on Man. Epiftle I. lines 211 & 212. 

I have been informed that in the fouthern parts of 
our continent, there is a plant, called hemlock, from 
the flowers of which the bees prepare a honey that is 
poifonous. The flowers are faid to be yellow, and the 
root a deadly poifon. I do not know what plant this is. 
Mod probably, it is fome umbelliferous plant, perhaps a 
cicuta, an angelica, or a fcandix. 

Some fpecies of agaricus, at lead fome fungous vege- 
tables, that grow in the fouthern ftatcs, arc extremely 

poifonous. 

* In juflicc to the fine genus of andromeda, I muft obferve, that all 
the fpecies do not furnilh a pernicious honey. The andromeda nitida or 
lucida of Bartram affords an abundance of ncclar, or honey. The flowers 
of this fpecies arc c;dlcd by die country people of Carolina and Georgia, 
" honey-flowers," not, however, merely from the circumlhince jult men- 
tioned, but from the regular pofitiort of the flowers on the peduncle, which 
open like the cells of a honey-comb, and from the odour of thefc flowers, 
which greatly refemblcs that of honey. This fpecies grows abundantly 
in the fwamps called bay-galls. The inhabitants of Carolina are univcr- 
fally of opinion, that it affords the greateft quantity of honey, and that of 
the bed quality. 
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poifonous. As accidents from the ufe of deleterious 
honey have happened in the fame countries in which 
thefe poifonous fungi grow, it has been fuppofed, and 
aflerted, that the poifonous honey is prepared from a 
dew that colle&s upon thefe fungi. Perhaps, this fup- 
pofition is not entirely devoid of foundation.* 

I mail now mention a few vegetables from the flow- 
ers of which, I think, it will be found, that the bees 
collect a poifonous, or injurious honey. Thefe are : 

I. The rhododendron maximum, or Pennfylvania 
mountain laurel. This belongs to a very active genus 
of plants. We have already feen, that one of the fpecies, 
the rhododendron ferrugineum, was, long ago, obferved 
to produce the fame effects which have been afcribed to 
the kalmia latifolia. Another fpecies, the rhododendron 
cryfanthum, has been found a powerful medicine, and 

has 



* If the celebrated author of the Recherches Philofophiques fur les Ame- 
ricans be ftill living, this account of our poifonous and injurious honey 
(fhould my memoir fall into his hands) would afford him fome entertain- 
ment. I would advife him to connect the facts, which I here commu- 
nicate, with the remarks concerning our infects contained in the firft volume 
of the Recherches (fee p. 169 and 170). I hope, however, that Mr. De 
Pauw, who, notwithftanding his love of fyftem and his many errors, is 
certainly a man of great reading, will recollect, that the Greek and Roman 
writers (as we fhall afterwards fee) have faid much concerning the 
poifonous honey of various parts of the old world. And now let me add, 
that in America there is as good honey as in any other parts of the world 5 
and there is not a fcarcity of this good honey. The honey which is col- 
lected from the flowers of the tulip-tree (liriodendron tulipifera), the 
buckwheat (polygonum fagopyrum), the red-maple (acer rubrum), the 
clover (trifolium), and many other plants is excellent. The Abbe Clavigero 
fays the bee of Yucatan and Chiapa makes " the fine clear honey of 
Eftabentun, of an aromatic flavour, fuperior to that of all the other 
kinds of honey with which we are acquainted." ( a ) The Hijiory of Mexico, 
Vol. I. p. 68. Perhaps on fome future occafion, I may communicate to 
the Philofophical Society a lift of thofe indigenous vegetables which, as 
furniftiing an innocent and excellent honey, are worthy of prefervation in 
the neighbourhood of apiaries. The lift is an extenfive one. 

(a) This fine honey, according to the Mexican hiftorian, is " made 
from a fragrant white flour like jelfamine, which blows in September" 



6' 4 On the POISONOUS HONEY 

has been ufed, in Kuffia, with much advantage, in the 
ifchias, in chronicle rheumatifm, and in other difeafes ; 
and we fliall immediately fee that from another fpecies 
a poifonous honey has been procured in the neighbour- 
hood of the Euxine-Sea. The footftalks of the leaves, 
and alfo the feeds, of our rhododendron maximum are 
covered with the fame brown powder as I obferved 
covered the leaf-footftalks and the feeds of feveral of the 
andromedae, and the kalmiae. This powder in the rho- 
dodendron, as well as in the andromedae and kalmiae, 
excites fneezing, and it is curious to obferve that a 
fneezing is mentioned by Diofcorides among the fymp- 
toms produced by the honey about Heraclea Pontica. 
That honey, as will be prefently fhown, is procured 
from the rhododendron ponticum. 

II. The azalea nudiflora. This fine fhrub is well 
known in Pennfylvania, and other parts of the United 
States, by the name of wild honeyfuckle. Of its pro- 
perties I know nothing certain. It has, however, too 
much of the family face, and is too frequently found in 
company with the rhododendron maximum, and the 
kalmiae, not to make me fufpicious that it partakes alfo 
of the characters of thefe deleterious vegetables. More- 
over, a fpecies of this genus, the azalea pontica of Lin- 
naeus, is fuppofed to be the aegolethron of Pliny, who 
mentions it as the plant from which the poifonous honey 
about Heraclea Pontica is prepared. The tube of the 
flower of our azalea is perforated by the large bee, called 
bumble-bee. 

III. Datura ftramonium. This plant is known by a 
variety of names, fuch as Jameftown-weed, gymfin, 
ftink-weed, French-chefnut. Its aclive and poifonous 
properties are now pretty generally known. Children 
have often been injured by eating the feeds. The tube 
of the flower contains a confiderable quantity of honey. 

This 
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This honey is bitter, and has much of the poifonous 
fmell. Bees quaff it. But admitting that it is of a poi- 
fonous nature, it does not follow that our cultivated bees 
(if I may be allowed to ufe this expreffion) will collect 
fo much of this honey as to prove injurious to thofe who 
eat of it. But, in particular places, where this plant has 
been permitted to increafe to a great degree, large quan- 
tities of honey may be collected from it : and I cannot 
help fufpecting that the ufe of this honey may prove 
injurious*. 

Some of the ancient writers of Greece and Rome 
have related inftances of the deleterious properties of the 
honey of certain countries. The botanift Diofcorides, 
fpeaking of the rhododendron ponticum, a fpecies of the 
fame genus to which our mountain laurel belongs, has the 
following words : '* About Heraclea Pontica, at certain 
feafons of the year, the honey occalions madnefs in thofe 
who eat of it; and this is undoubtedly owing to the qua- 
lity of the flowers from which the honey is diftilled. 
This honey occafions an abundant fweating, but the pa- 
tients are eafed by giving them rue, fait- meats, and me- 
theglin, in proportion as they vomit. This honey," conti- 
nues the Greek botanift, " is very acid, and caufes fneezing. 
It takes away rednefs from the face, when pounded with 
coitus. Mixed with fait or aloes, it difperfes the black 
fpots which remain after bruifes. If dogs or fwine fwal- 
low the excrements of perfons who have eaten of this 
honey, they fall into the fame accidents. "J*" 

Pliny has alfo taken notice of this poifonous honey. 
" In fome years," fays the Roman naturalift, "the honey is 
very dangerous about Heraclea Pontica. It is not known to 

Vol. V. I authors 

* See the late Dr. Samuel Cooper's Inaugural Diflertation on the 
Properties and Effects of the Datura Stramonium, p. 33. Philadelphia, 

'797- 
f Diofcorides, as quoted by Mr. Tournefort. 
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authors from what flowers the bees extract this honey. 
Here is what we have learned of the matter. In thofe 
parts, there is a plant called segolethron, whofe flowers, 
in a wet fpring acquire a very dangerous quality, when 
they fade. The honey which the bees make of them is 
more liquid than ufual, more heavy, and redder. Its 
frnell caufes fneezing. Thofe who have eaten of it fweat 
exceflively, lie upon the ground, and call for nothing 
but cool drinks.*" He then makes the very remarks 
which 1 have quoted from Diofcorides, whofe words, in- 
deed, as Mr. Tournefort obferves, he feems to have mere- 
ly tranflated. The following remark, however, appears 
to belong to Pliny. " Upon the fame coaft of the Pon- 
tus, there is found another fort of honey, which is called 
mcenomenon-f-, becaufe thofe who eat of it are rendered 
mad. It is fuppofed, the bees collect it from the flowers 
of the rhododendros, which is common among the 
forefts. The people of thofe parts, although they pay 
the Romans a part of their tribute in wax, are very cau- 
tious how they offer them their honey^." 

The Greeks and the Romans have often defcribed the 
various plants that were known to them, in fuch dark and 
obfcure terms, that the botanifts of modern times are 
frequently at a lofs to determine, not merely the fpecies 
but alfo the genus the ancient writers have mentioned. 
With refpect, however, to the plants which I have juft 
mentioned, the difficulty does not feem to be great. Mr. 
Tournefort has, 1 think, mown, in a very fatisfa&ory 
manner, that the aegolethron of Pliny is the chamac- 
rhododendros pontica maxima, Mefpili folio, flore luteo 
of his hjiitutionesy a plant fince defcribed by Linnaeus, 

and 

* C. Plinii Sccundi Naturalis Hiftoriae Lib. XXI. cap. xiiL 
+ From the Greek verb, Mahtpti, infanio. 
t Ibid. 
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and by other botanifts by the name of azalea pontica. 
Mr. Tournefort has likewife fhown, that the other plant 
called by Pliny rhododendros is his chamaerhododen- 
dros pontica maxima, folio laurocerafi, flore coeruleo 
purpurefcente*. This is the rhododendron ponticum 
of Linnaeus. It is confiderably allied to the azalea ponti- 
ca. 

Xenophon has recorded the remarkable effects of fome 
poifonous honey, in his celebrated work, called Memora- 
bilia. 

* "When the army of the ten thoufand had arrived near 
Trebifond, on the coaft of the Euxine or Black-Sea, an 
accident befel the troops, which was a caufe of great con- 
fternation. " As there were a great many bee-hives," 
fay the illuftrious general and hiftorian, " the foldiers did 
not fpare the honey. They were taken with a vomiting 
and purging, attended with a delirium, fo that the leaft 
affected feemed like men drunk, and others like mad men, 
or people on the point of death. The earth was ftrew- 
ed with bodies, as after a battle ; not a perfon, however, 
died, and the diforder ceafed the next day, about the 
fame hour that it began. On the third and fourth days, 
the foldiers rofe, but in the condition people are in after 
taking a ftrong potion, j 1 " 

The fame fa£t is recorded by Diodorus Siculus. 

Mr. Tournefort thinks there is every probability that 
this poifonous honey was fucked from the flowers of fome 
fpecies of chamserhododendros, or rhododendron. He 
obferves that all the country about Trebifond is full of 
the fpecies of this plant, and he remarks that Father Lam- 
bert, Theatin miffionary, agrees that the honey which 

la the 

* Inftitutior.es, &c. 

t Thefe, are neatly the words of Mr. Tournefbrt's tranflation. I am 
forry that I hare hot the original work of Xenophon at hand. 
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the bees extract from a certain ftirub in Colchis or Min- 
grelia, is dangerous, and caufes vomiting. Lambert calls 
this fhrub oleandro giallo, or the yellow rofe-laurel, which 
Mr. Tournefort fays is, without difpute, his chamae- 
rhododendros pontica maxima, Mefpili folio, flore lu- 
teo*; the azalea pontica, already mentioned. 

There are feveral pafTages in the Roman poets, which 
plainly fhow, that they were no ftrangers to the poifon- 
ous properties of certain kinds of honey. It is not necef- 
fary to mention all thefe pafTages. But the following 
are worthy of notice. 

Virgil cautions us not to fufFer a yew tree to grow 
about bee-hives: 

Neu propius te£iis taxumjine. ■ 

Georgic. Lib. IV. 1. 47. 

In his 9th Eclogue, the fame philofophic poet fpeaks of 
the yews of Corfica as being particularly injurious to 
bees. 

Sic tua Cyrnaas fugiant examina taxos. 1. 30. 

The honey of Corfica was, as Dr. Martyn ftrongly 
exprefles it, " infamous for its evil qualities-f." 

The 

* See Tournefort's Voyage into the Levant. Vol. iii. p. 68. Englifh 
tranflation. London, 1741. 

f See his Tranflation of the Georgics of Virgil, note to line 47, in book 
IV. Dr. Martyn's criticifms and annotations always demand attention. 
I greatly doubt, however, if the taxus of Virgil, be the common yew, or 
any fpecies of that genus. Martyn himfelf allows, that " it does not ap- 
pear from other writers (befide Virgil), that Corfica abounded in yews." I 
have been allured, that the yew is not an indigenous vegetable in that ifland, 
and that it is even rare among the foreign vegetables. It may, indeed, be 
i'aid, perhaps it was common in the time of Virgil. I would obferve, that 
the yew is much lefs poifonous than has been commonly fuppofed. I know 
not that any modern writer has pretended that the bees procure a pernicious 
honey from its flowers. Thefe fails give rife to my fufpicion, that the tax- 
us of Virgil was not the yew, or taxus of the modern botanifts. If not the 
yew, what vegetable was it ? Perhaps, the buxus virens, or box. This ve- 
getable abounds in Corfica, where to this day it is known by the name o£ 
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The raifing of bees, for the purpofes of procuring 
their honey and their wax, may, at fome future period, 
become an object of great importance to the United-States. 
Surely then, if would be a matter of confequence to at- 
tend to the cultivation or prefervation of thofe vegetables 
which furnilh an innocent and a well-flavoured honey, 
and a good wax. But even in a more limited view of 
the fubject, fome knowledge of thefe vegetables feems to 
be indifpenfibly neceflary. And in the new fettlement, 
whither the fettler has carried his bees, where improve- 
ments are rtill very imperfect, it cannot be deemed a 
trivial talk to have pointed out fome of thofe vegetables 
from which an injurious honey is obtained. 

The ancients, who, in fome refpects at leaft, were 
equal to the moderns, appear to have paid much attention 
to this fubjecl. Virgil* and Columella have both told 
us what plants ought to grow about apiaries. It is un- 
necessary to repeat, in this place, what the two Roman 
writers have faid on the fubje£L The Georgies of the 
Mantuan poet are in the hands of every man of tafte ; 
and the work of Columella^ Jhould be read, wherever 
agriculture engages the attention of gentlemen. 

The proper management of bees may be confidered as 
a fcience. It is not fufficient that bees merely make 
honey and wax. Their honey may be injurious or poi- 
fonous, and their wax may be nearly ufelefs. To affift, 
and to direct the labours of thefe little infects, the know- 
ledge and the hand of man are required. Let, then, this 

interefted 

tatco. The gentleman from whom I received this information allured me, 
that the bees of Corficaare very fond of the flowers of the box, and that the 
honey from this lburce is reputed poifonous. The box is, unqueftionably, 
a poifonous vegetable. But there is ftill a difficulty in the cafe. Virgil 
mentions both taxus and buxus. I think there can be no doubt that his 
buxus (fee Georgic. lib. II. 1. 449.) is the buxus of the modern botanifts. 

* See Georgicorum, lib. IV. 1. 30. — 32. 

% De Re Ruftica, libri XII. 
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interefted being be at leaft attentive to his own benefits 
and pleafures. Let him carefully remove from about the 
habitations of his bees every fetid or poifonous vegetable, 
however comely its colour or its form. In particular, let 
him be careful to remove thofe vegetables which are 
noxious to himfelf. In place of thefe, let him fpread the 
" marjoram and thyme," and other plants, " the love of 
bees,*" arid his labours will be rewarded. He may, then, 
furnifh his table with an honey not inferior to that of 
Mount Hermettus, or of Athens ; nor to that of Sicily, 
to which Virgil has fo handfomely alluded in the 
feventh Eclogue : 

Nerine Galatea, thymo mihi dulcior Hybla> 
Candidior cygnis, bederaformojior alba, 

L. 37, 38. 



• Armftrong. 



No. 



